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THE HISTORICAL STUDY OF THE BIBLE. 



The Bible rightly holds the highest place in the world's 
literature. It has gained this pre-eminence by the sound judg- 
The Permanent ment of successive generations of men for many 
Supremacy of centuries. Nor need we apprehend a reversal of 
the Bible this verdict of history. The modern increase of 
learning, the development of the physical, mental, and moral 
sciences, and the growth of human experience, have created a 
keener appreciation of the Bible, and have compelled us to 
acquire a fuller knowledge of its contents. As a consequence 
the century just closed was marked by what may be called a his- 
torical study of the Bible. There had been little of that kind of 
study before ; although the Bible had held the supreme atten- 
tion of the Western world since the early Christian centuries, and 
had been studied by countless hosts of Christians from that time 
to our own, yet there was not much, if any, historical study of 
the Bible. In fact, the conditions scarcely admitted of this. It 
was not that men failed to do what they might have done, but 
that those scientific methods which make a thorough study of 
the Bible possible had not yet been worked out. 

The historical study of the Bible really began about one 
hundred years ago. Historical science is no older than that in 
Beginning of an y ^d. There have been three generations of 
Scientific Study Bible scholars — in the modern sense of that term. 
of the Bible The thorough study of the Bible has been their 
work. They have investigated the facts of history recorded in 

323 



324 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

the Bible, the rise of the biblical books and their collection into 
the Old and New Testament canons, and the origin, develop- 
ment, and relation of the religious and ethical ideas contained in 
the Bible. And it must be acknowledged that the work has 
been done with an energy, devotion, ability, and success which 
will make the nineteenth century famous as the first period of 
the scientific study of the Bible. Of course, we are to recog- 
nize that biblical science has still a long road to travel ; no 
competent scholar would deny this. But the science is clearly 
started in the right direction, and has got well forward on its 
journey. The scientific method has been in general determined, 
some fundamental problems have been solved, and a thorough 
study of the Bible is fully begun. 

That this kind of study has corrected many traditional ideas 
of the biblical history and teaching, has brought to light many 
The Beneficial new ^ ac ^ s an d truths, and has awakened a pro- 
Results Which founder interest in the Bible as a whole than ever 
Have Followed before existed, was inevitable. In wisdom God 
has so made his universe, and has so controlled events, that 
humanity grows in knowledge, experience, and spiritual stature 
with the passing years. It is clearly a feature of his Providence 
that men must study the Scriptures with all the resources at 
their command in order to understand and appreciate them fully. 
Religion, morality, and human well-being move forward in pro- 
portion to the measure of men's real grasp of the Bible. For 
in a real sense Christian people live according to the Bible as 
they understand it ; they seek to realize its ideal of life ; they 
draw from it their religious beliefs, their ethical principles, their 
conception of individual and social duty, and their view of the 
world. Therefore a better understanding of the facts, truths, 
and demands of the Bible means a higher type of Christian 
thought and practice. No other influence is so strong or so 
capable as the Bible in the advance of civilization toward a per- 
fected humanity. And it is for this reason that the host of 
agencies exist for the spread of Christianity, all of them using 
the Bible as their foundation and text-book. 
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It is important, then, that the best possible understanding of 
the Bible become the possession of all. How many thousands 
More and °^ P eo P^ e today are eagerly, often desperately, striv- 
Better Bible ing for this better understanding of the Bible, 
Study Than cannot be told. The statement commonly made 
ver efore ^t m ore people are today studying the Bible than 
ever before is certainly true, but it does not adequately describe 
the situation. We have among us not only a surpassing quantity, 
but also a higher quality, of Bible study. The mere reading of 
the Bible in disconnected portions, and with no distinction 
between the Testaments, or the different books in each, no longer 
satisfies the thoughtful Christian. He finds it difficult to get at 
the real teaching of the Bible on many matters. And the histori- 
cal events which are recorded seem often to need fuller explana- 
tion than a mere reading of the narratives gives one. He comes 
to realize acutely several things: (1) that a true understanding 
of the Bible can be obtained only by a thorough study of the 
facts of Hebrew, Jewish, and Christian history; (2) that it is 
necessary for one to gain all possible knowledge of the origin 
and growth of the Hebrew religion, of Judaism, and of 
Christianity; (3) that Jesus made a new stage, or " dispensation," 
in the history of mankind, and that therefore the relation of the 
Old Testament to the New Testament must be carefully deter- 
mined ; (4) that the Bible consists of many books which grew 
up at various times over a long period, and were the work of 
different authors; (5) that therefore one must search out 
diligently the circumstances, standpoint, and characteristics of 
the several biblical writers, as well as investigate fully the rise 
of the biblical books and the relation which they sustain to one 
another ; and (6) that the crowning work of this elaborate 
historical investigation must be as far as possible to determine 
the origin, and to trace out the development, of the religious and 
ethical conceptions which are contained in the Bible. 

And this thoughtful Christian further finds that in order to 
understand the history, literature, and ideas of the people who 
lived in Palestine he must also learn thoroughly the history, 
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literature, and ideas of the other nations contemporaneous with 
them, who surrounded and influenced them. It becomes plain 
The Necessity to ^ m '" ia * t ' ie Bible contains the literature of one 
of Biblical of the great nations of antiquity, drawn from many 
Scholars and centuries of their history; and that to understand 
it fully will require a prolonged, scientific study of 
ancient history, for which even a lifetime would not be sufficient. 
He concludes with good reason that all this necessary knowl- 
edge for the full understanding of the Bible can be worked out 
only by the life-labors of successive generations of biblical schol- 
ars who are qualified and trained for such historical research. And 
he grows appreciative of the work of the past and present scholars. 
He sees why there have to be myriads of books written about 
the Bible; and why the writings of one generation are superseded 
by the writings of another. He loses his former idea that one 
man is as competent as another to explain and to teach the 
Scriptures. He becomes humble as to his own views and inter- 
pretations of the Bible, and assumes the attitude of a learner — 
he seeks guidance and information from those who have had a 
larger experience in Bible study. 

Whither shall he go for such assistance ? To the universi- 
ties, colleges, or theological seminaries, if possible, which are 
The Opportunity^^ repositories of learning, where historical schol- 
and Duty of the ars teach the facts of the past, pursue their investi- 
Sunday School g a tions, and train others for like work. Or if these 
institutions are beyond his reach, he may pursue his studies pri- 
vately by the use of the right books upon these subjects, under the 
direction and counsel of his minister, or of any one of the many 
scholars who would willingly advise him. The Sunday schools 
are not yet teaching the Bible historically (with the exception 
of a few here and there which have advanced into this new field). 
The need for such biblical study is a great one, but it has not 
yet found an adequate place in our Sunday-school curriculum. 
It is not meant that the Sunday school has failed of its mis- 
sion. It certainly has not failed ; on the contrary, the Sunday 
school constitutes one of the most successful and influential 
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movements of the nineteenth century. Its primary purpose is 
not to give instruction in biblical history and literature, but to 
give religious and ethical instruction, to develop the spiritual 
and moral individuality of the pupils. The Bible is the chief 
instrument for this instruction and development. Now, the 
practical knowledge of the Bible is here the primary thing, and 
this has been splendidly achieved and used in the Sunday school. 

But the historical study which is here described constitutes a 
new element which the Sunday schools should undertake (as a 
The Need of secondary feature, although one of great impor- 
Competent tance), because there exists at present no other 
Teachers means of giving to the people at large this highly 

useful knowledge of the history of the Christian religion and 
the Scriptures. The first step toward this is the recognition on 
the part of our church officials of what is actually demanded by 
the present situation. The second step is the arrangement of 
suitable courses of study for senior and adult classes in the 
Sunday school, which will give the pupils historical knowledge 
of the Bible. The third step is to secure competent teachers 
who are themselves sufficiently taught and trained in the his- 
torical study of the Bible. With the exception of the minister, 
who should always be prepared and willing to do this work until 
others can take it, such teachers are not always to be had. But 
there are not many churches or communities where such a 
teacher or teachers cannot be developed — sensible, large-minded, 
earnest students of the Bible, with teaching ability, who will 
equip themselves to do the right kind of work if they are shown 
what it is and how to accomplish it. Further, our universities 
and colleges are every year sending out a stream of graduates, 
whose general education eminently qualifies them to study and 
to teach the Bible ; often they have already begun this study in 
the Bible courses which are now being offered in a great number 
of our institutions. These college-trained men and women 
should be claimed by our Sunday schools and turned to the best 
account. The fourth step, that of making up classes in the 
senior and adult departments to pursue these courses of study, 
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will be found the easiest step of all, for many will at once take 
up such work, and the numbers will increase as the opportunity 
comes to be understood and appreciated. 

Good judgment will be necessary in the arrangement of these 
courses of historical instruction for the Sunday school. The 
Processes and P rocesses °f " biblical criticism " (as the historical 
Results of investigation of the Bible is popularly called) can 
Historical be studied only by those who are ready for such 

*"'" * >v study. Some such instruction may be practicable 
in the senior department, but the greater part of it belongs in 
the adult department. Nor is such work to be undertaken in 
either department until teachers and pupils are adequately pre- 
pared for it. Where this preparation does not exist, it should be 
attempted without unnecessary delay. 

On the other hand, the results of the historical study of the 
Bible should not be, and cannot be, kept out of the Sunday 
school. Even the children are entitled to the best understand- 
ing of the Bible which their parents can provide for them. 
Hypotheses which are still under discussion among biblical 
scholars are not suitable material for popular instruction. But 
as rapidly as results are reached, by the consensus of judgment 
of the whole body of competent scholars, these results should 
be adopted into Sunday-school literature. And just this process 
is going on. The improvement, within the last two decades, of 
the character and content of first-class "Sunday-school lesson 
helps" has been positively marvelous, and the present advance is 
a matter of the greatest rejoicing to those who are zealous for 
the Bible and its influence. The whole situation today as regards 
Sunday-school instruction is most gratifying, and the outlook 
for the immediate future is most hopeful. The historical study 
of the Bible is actually in process of accomplishment with tens 
of thousands of people. And its beneficial effects are already 
manifesting themselves in a better understanding and apprecia- 
tion of the Bible, in a more wholesome Christian belief, and in a 
higher type of Christian life. 



